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Abstract 
This paper is an audience research on the TV drama series of Woju (蝸居), 
with focus on the making of neoliberal subject of Chinese college graduates. 
This drama series, which began airing in July 2009, made the term “woju” a 
public idiom, which now refers to the cramped living environment of 
middle-lower class in Chinese cities. The huge gap between educated young 
adult’s aspirations and their living and working conditions is routinely 
discussed and dramatized in media. However, despite the association 
frequently made by the media between Woju and the social and cultural 
problems of Chinese crony capitalism, such as corruption, moral crisis and 
economic inequalities, in my informants’ reading of the stories and characters, 
moral codes and concerns did not prevail at all. Instead they embrace a 
cosmopolitan way of life by negotiating a subject position distant from the 
social and moral conflicts. It features a neoliberal subject always looking on the 
bright side of urban life and practicing self-enabling/ managing techniques. 
This imaginary self is firmly situated in an uneven landscape of national space, 
including two real-imagined worlds: the world of hinterland/ hometown in which 
prestige rests on political power and wealth, and the world of central cities in 





































2010 年開始，在中山大學幾位研究生的幫助下，筆者成功訪問了 30 位大學畢業





























































































入認同（Lu 2001: pp. 220-225）；它也不是毛澤東年代及經改早期流行的「訴
苦」類型，讓被壓迫者表達他們過去的痛苦，擁抱由共產黨帶給我們的現狀及光






























































































































































































































Moral Indifference and Capitalism from Afar: An Audience Research on 
Woju 
IP Iam Chong 
 
Preamble 
Since the early 1990s, social unrest has spawned in regional cities, 
small towns and rural villages along with the breathless pace of market 
reforms, predatory nature of local cadres and continuity of the authoritarian 
state. However the university students and graduates, mostly inhabiting in and 
flooding to central cities, remain politically calm compared to their counterparts 
who led a nationwide protest in 1989. While political crackdown and tight 
control since the 1990s might nip in the bud of student movement, the urban 
educated youth’s conformity to the state-led process of neoliberalization is yet 
to be explained. While one may study the institutional and structural constraint 
imposed on them, this paper provides an account at the individual level. 
Although in recent years, the popularity of the catchwords of “woju” (poor and 
shabby dwelling) and “yizu” (Ant Tribe) attests to the increasingly population of 
poor educated youth in big cities, class polarization and economic grievances 
seem not to result in any revival of youth radicalism. In what ways do the 
educated youth position themselves and conform to the order of urban China 
characteristic of inequalities and corruption? Despite educated youth's relative 
compliance with the new order, political control and censorship, one could 
easily identify the increasing social discontent in the media in recent years. It is 
worthwhile to explore their reception of the media coverage and representation 
of social tensions. 
 
This paper is based on the interviews conducted by having 
conversation with the informants on their reception of the TV drama series of 
Woju, which began airing in July 2009 and became a big hit. The story 
revolves around two college-graduate sisters suffering from soaring urban 
housing prices and touches upon various topics such as economic inequalities, 
corruption,  eviction, extra-marital affairs, etc. The major plot of the drama is 
the affair between Song Siming, an official, and Haizao, a young college 
graduate. In my interview, it is found that despite their knowledge of the 
injustices of the current system, educated urban youth largely accepted the 
status quo with aspiration for class mobility. I argue that their social conformity 
was less derived from their vested interest in Chinese capitalism than their 
class and regional positionings in the neoliberal reality. There are two 
dimensions of the reality they encounter with. The first one is the alienated 
reality featuring state-capitalist imperatives and constraints from which the 
educated urban youth tried hard to distance themselves. Their longing and 
aspiration for upward mobility, permeated with their migratory experience from 
the hinterland to coastal provinces or rural to urban, lie with the second 
dimension of Chinese neoliberalism. In this light, regional disparity, 
presumably the cause of grievances or even social unrest, is paradoxically 
lived as a path toward freedom beyond what was perceived, imagined and 
portrayed as the constraints of the socialist “past” and the current 
crony-capitalism in their hometowns. In their negotiation with neoliberal 
realities, they positioned their class identity in regional terms, thereby 
imagining their citizenship in a market society. 
 
This paper focuses on the college graduates who migrate to 
Guangzhou, usually from less developed areas of the country, for analyzing 
their class and regional positioning in one of the frontline cities of Chinese 
neoliberalism. Since 2010, with the help of three students of Sun Yat-sen 
University, I successfully interviewed 30 college graduates aged between 
23-31.  
 
Neoliberalism and neoliberal subject 
Marxists tend to use the term “neoliberalism” to characterize a wide 
range of politico-economic transformations, from economic globalization, 
privatization to the retreat of the states from their welfare programs. According 
to their theoretical paradigms, individuals, social organizations and 
governments have been forced to adopt the neoliberal rationality of 
enterprising, profit-pursuing and competing with others. Yet, David Harvey, 
among the Marxists, does not take the ideologues of neoliberal policies at their 
words (Harvey 2005). Instead he reminds us of the gap between capitalist 
practices and ideological justifications. In light of Harvey’s more sophisticated 
historical account of neoliberalism, one has to analyze and theorize 
neoliberalism from below, i.e. the local logics of neoliberal practices. 
 Recent work on neoliberalism further scrutinizes the interaction 
between capitalist development, governance and subjectivity, rather than sees 
it as a top-down process of imposing a set of economic ideology on everyone. 
It is understood as either a set of governing techniques or systematic 
programs of enabling individual citizens to think, talk and practice according to 
entrepreneurial choices in all aspects of life (Rose 1999; Brown 2005). In order 
to develop a more robust framework for delineating the historical and local 
paths of neoliberalism in the non-western contexts, Aihwa Ong, defining 
neoliberalism as a mode of governing/self-governing through freedom, draws 
our attention to the fact that it is neither uniformly applied to all groups of 
people nor fully adopted without modification by everyone. Given its western 
origins, the global form of neoliberalism disseminates itself through its 
interaction with situated institutions and practices, particularly in post-socialist 
countries whose regimes had long stuck to or pay lip service to anti-western 
doctrines and sentiment. Ong proposes to use the concept of “exception” to 
analyze the interplay between neoliberalism as exception and the exceptions 
to it (Ong 2007, 2006).   
 
Following Ong’s reminder of exception at the local level, Lisa Rofel 
identifies multiple forms of neoliberal/postsocialist subjects of desire in various 
sites of Chinese public culture. She notices that popular culture in 
contemporary China, a new arena not or less designed for official propaganda, 
has become the field in which people learn “the art of longing or desiring” for 
freedom by articulating their personal experience with national re-imagining. 
While she does not generalize from her ethnographic writings into an overall 
argument for Chinese postsocialist subject, she highlights China’s socialist 
past as the key field in which a wide variety of individuals, social groups and 
the state articulate their desiring subjects for freedom in a neoliberal as well as 
postsocialist world (Rofel 2007: 25). 
 Inspired by Ong and Rofel, I take Chinese migrant educated youth as a 
desiring subject. To put it in literary terms, they are the “threshold figures”, 
referring to those who position themselves and negotiate between personal 
domain and public domain in the drama as well as the reality (Waters 2001: p. 
128). What I am interested in is the social reality unfolding itself by opening up 
the boundaries of personal domain to the intrusions from the dominant forces 
outside. In this light, the study of televisual text and its reception could shed 
some light on this unfolding process in which viewing practices involves moral 
sensibilities and cognitive horizon of the social reality. Henceforth, in my 
analysis of Woju and the audience’ reception, I see them neither as closed 
texts nor a particular mode of thinking. Instead I specify the discursive process 
through which people told us of the relevance or irrelevance of the characters, 
plots and themes to their quotidian lives in the city.  
 
TV and ideology in Post-reform China 
In the beginning years of the economic reform, Chinese popular culture, 
such as songs, movies and TV serials, came from Hong Kong, Taiwan and the 
West. However national popular icons and genres gradually emerged from 
within China, particularly after the crackdown on the Beijing student 
movements in 1989. The Chinese communist regime not only ended the 
dissident voices but also the cultural fever and the enlightenment movement 
led by intellectuals in the 1980s. Deng Xiaoping’s firm stand on continuing 
economic reform, rather than going back to the Mao’s period, resulted in 
full-fledged capitalist development across the country. Along with the rapid 
process of marketization in various economic sectors, the mushrooming 
culture industry largely took over the roles of intellectual elite and party 
apparatus to shape ordinary people’s tastes in culture, feeling, sentiments and 
even ideology. Among various cultural forms, TV serials had quickly become 
the most popular one targeting the general public largely because of the 
skyrocketing rate of TV set ownership since the 1990s.  
 
TV serials, however, are not simply treated by scholars as a kind of 
cultural commodity for entertainment. Their political functions and ideological 
effects have been puzzling the students of contemporary Chinese culture. For 
example, Yearning (Kewang), a dramatic serial produced shortly after the 
Tiananmen incident, gripped the entire nation. The party propaganda 
apparatus saw it as an effective tool to distance the public from political 
discontent and action (Lu 2001: p. 207-208; Zha 1995). As Lisa Rofel noted, 
the rise of TV serial in post-Tiananmen China marks a new site of ideology in 
which the constitution of national subjects and possible oppositions took place 
simultaneously (Rofel 1994). For instance, Ying Zhu’s discourse analysis drew 
our attention to the relationship between the making of new authoritarian state, 
conservative intellectuals and the “clean official genre”, dynastic as well as 
contemporary dramas (Zhu 2008: Chapter 2). Instead of seeing TV culture as 
a vehicle for packaged nationalism, Sheldon H. Lu offered a complicated 
framework for understanding the identity formation in TV serials which 
foregrounded the transnational, class, gender and libidinal dynamics involved 
in identity formation. His psychoanalytical approach identified a male and 
entrepreneurial subjectivity in China’s encounters with transnational and 
deterritorialized forces (Lu 2001: Chapter 10). The studies on contemporary 
Chinese TV serials have increasingly shifted to exploring the possible and fluid 
boundaries of national identity. And its implications for the party-state projects 
need to be analyzed from diverse perceptions, imaginaries, passions and 
sentiments.   
 
To put it simply, the objective of the study of TV serial is to take account 
of the political process of national imagining. It has less to do with the official 
ideology implicit in the textual structure than the real-fictional world of TV 
dramas in which the producer, characters and audience imagine, position and 
construct their different subjectivities. In the case of contemporary drama such 
as Woju, characterized by realist depiction, social relevancy and even social 
criticism, viewing experience, particularly for the urban educated youth, 
embodies not only the desires set loose by capitalist urbanism, but also class 
and gender positionings. It provided an imagined world in which viewers view 
and make sense of themselves as members of a modernizing country while 
the melodrama portrayed their life situations in fiction. 
 
What makes Woju special is that the melodramatic stories and 
characters found their ways in the problems such as unaffordable housing 
price, eviction, class inequalities, mistress (xiaosan) and corruption, facing the 
lower and middle class in cities. Instead of making the myth of “clean official”, it 
foregrounded the protagonists of “corrupt official” and his mistress, around 
whom the melodrama unfolded itself. The moral controversies implicit in this 
narrative structure invite audience’s multiple interpretation, affective 
investment and moral thinking. Their reception, as an ideological process, 
resides in the fictional world as well as their living world, both contributing to 
the imagined community of urban China. 
 
The story of Woju, set in the real situation of young college graduates 
who are new to big city, trafficked in icons for national identification largely 
defined by China’s modernization initiated by Deng Xiaoping’s economic 
reform. The opening episodes of Woju created a seductive space, stirring 
viewers’ desire to make claims on the meanings of the key protagonists’ 
actions. However, unlike most contemporary TV dramas, it is by no means a 
success story, providing an enterprising character, usually men,  for viewers’ 
identification (Lu 2001: pp. 220-225). Neither is it a genre of “speaking 
bitterness”, popular in Mao’s China and the early years of economic reform, for 
the oppressed groups to express their sufferings in the past and to embrace 
the status quo and the bright future brought by the party (Rofel 1994: p. 707). 
Instead, the melodrama of Woju provided a crucible of ambivalence that 
derived from viewers’ urban experience which was narrated around the 
catchword “Woju”, literally referring to the shabby and crowded home of young 
migrants in the city. The narrative neither revolved around heroic figures nor 
ended at upholding any character as the representative figure for the nation. 
Although the ending seems to resolve all melodramatic conflicts, there is a 
strong sense of uncertainty on whether the problems facing the disadvantaged 
groups of urban residents come to the end. For example, the corrupt official 
Song Siming was arrested and got killed in car accident, no character such as 
clean official or narrative trope of family union was foregrounded. The old 
mother of the “nail house” family got killed by a collapsed building during 
eviction. Although her family received a large sum of hush money, it is far from 
a comfort of feeling for most viewers. Few viewers would be convinced by the 
ending that all social problems and moral dilemmas could be mitigated, not to 
mention being solved.   
 
In other words, given the ambivalence and the rich signification, the 
meanings of this TV serial could not be determined simply by reducing the 
plots to confirmation of official ideology or subversive codes. What really 
matters is how the viewers engaged in or distracted from reading the 
melodramatic plots, romances, moral dilemmas and critical content. Their 
readings not only have something to do with their socio-economic conditions, 
but also involves their perception of and positioning in Chinese urban 
modernity. With focus on the young migrant college graduates, this study 
attempts to delineate this ideological process by identifying the patterns of the 
audience’s responses. 
 
Social reality: To be seen rather than to be lived 
Woju is fraught with moral and social complexity. Strictly speaking, the 
informants did not reach consensus on their judgement of all characters and 
plots. However all of them saw it a reflection of social reality (xianshi), a reality 
they knew so well through media and the Internet that they find no surprise in 
it.  
 
Q: You had watched Woju? 
A: Last year I watched a couple of episodes. Sometimes I watched alone. 
Sometimes with my classmates. (Q: In what channel?) Internet. I finished eight 
to nine episodes. 
Q: Why hadn’t you finished all? 
A: First of all, it is a waste of time. Second, after watching several episodes, I 
largely know what will happen. Third, there is a pessimistic sentiment in it. 
Coming face to face with the bloody reality, how could I have any motivation to 
work hard and struggle? I probably want to escape from it. 
(CL, male, aged 25, graduated from university in 2010. He worked as a sales 
representative in an insurance company) 
 
Not only did CL find not necessary to waste time on watching all 
episodes, but also he felt reluctant to face with the reality depicted by it. CL 
was a poor student from a less developed area of Guangdong. He worked very 
hard on making money for his living and tuition fees. During the interview, he 
occasionally complained about various discriminations against poor student 
graduating from a low-ranking university. However he always kept hopes for a 
better tomorrow. He enjoyed sharing with us his plan of running his own 
business in the future.  
While some informants like CL consciously avoid the bad feeling caused by 
the gloomy reality and held on hope for a bright future, some took the darkside 
of the world as a given reality fully represented by media, yet not much 
personal experience involved.  
Somehow Woju reflects some problems of reality. They are depicted in a 
quite realist way... …  I don’t have much direct experience about them. I 
didn’t see or experience much. They probably exist. I read news about 
this and that corrupt official and their mistresses. They happen all the 
times. I personally feel that it’s quite common. Inevitable. 
(LJ, female, aged 24, graduated from university in 2010. She worked as 
a junior secretary in a state-owned communications company)    
 
The mediated reality, by Woju and media coverage of social inequalities, 
occupies a very special position in the informants’ perception of their life world. 
It is either a reality not conducive to any aspiration and constructive planning 
for their career action, or an inevitable order, largely represented by media, 
functioning by itself. It is so alienated from the informants’ lived experience that 
they preferred not to invest much affection in the televisual reality and the 
media incidents of corruption and social inequalities. The seemingly 
self-regulating reality was frequently highlighted in the interview. 
 
I notice the news about the soaring property price. I read a popular 
saying on the Internet: “Housing price is on the rise under control in 
China”. That is very classic. Housing price is constantly controlled but yet 
constantly increases. It is inevitable. 
(LJ) 
 
The reality was usually felt as a kind of pressure or stress. Like everyone, the 
characters of the drama were under the pressure of reality in one or another. It 
was used as a pretext for not putting much blame on them and whatever they 
did.  
 
Q: Do you have any character or plot you don’t like? 
A: I find them acceptable. Something is even worse than them in reality. 
There is nothing I find acceptable. They made their choices. They also 
had difficulties.  
Q: How about Haiping’s sister? She became a mistress. 
A: Yes, she is a mistress. But I don’t feel any need to judge her. It is 
acceptable. 
Q: Why? Don’t you think she destroyed others’ marriage? 
A: To certain extent, you may say so. But if my memory is right, she is 
forced to do it, isn’t she? I don’t remember exactly. She should be under 
some pressures. 
(JY, female, graduated from university in 2007. She worked in the 
accounting department of a private company.) 
 
The primary identification my informants found in Woju is a subject 
position persistently in stress. It may work through a weak sense of sympathy 
while a significant portion of informants adopted a calculative reasoning to 
evaluate the characters and their decisions, particularly in the case of Song:  
I feel that their affair (between Haizao and Song Siming) is only a part of their 
life. The biggest mistake is that they wanted to keep the baby. Their affair 
already happened. It is something you could not control. It is fine to enjoy the 
process... … But you should end it whenever it should be ended. Song is 
brainless. He wants to keep Haizao for life. He is so old. How could he provide 
her with happiness? They had relationship and enjoyed it. That’s enough. He 
should have controlled his passion. It is like investment in stock market. When 
the price goes up to a certain level, one should take profit at the right time.  
(ZW, aged 25, graduated from university in 2010. He worked as human 
resources manager in a supermarket.) 
 
Informants were neither able to articulate a critique of the political 
economic structure, nor consolidate a very clear moral judgment on the current 
system. In this light, their talk of the lead character of corrupt official Song 
Siming was read in an intriguing way. To my surprise, they showed so little 
interest in making moral judgment on his wrongdoings and illegal activities:  
 
Q: How about the cadres (those in the TV serials)? What do you think 
about them? 
A: Song Siming as a cadre is not that bad. When people came across 
difficulties, he would help as much as possible. For example, when 
Haizao’s brother-in-law was detained for the charge of stealing 
commercial secret, Song helped him out before Haizao told him. Another 
example is about his daughter. He called the police to advise them to take 
extra care of the public order of the S.H.E.’s concert after he knew that his 
daughter was going to attend. But he rejected the proposal made by the 
police to send a car to pick her up. It demonstrated that he was not only 
concerned about her daughter.  
Q: But he was a corrupt official. You think Song should be counted as a 
good one?    
A: There are so many corrupt officials. Most of them are not revealed by 
the media. 
(ZP, female, aged 23, graduated from university in 2009. She worked as 
clerk in a factory) 
 
Despite moderate criticisms of his corruption and disloyalty to his wife, 
more than half of my informants appreciated Song’s capability, kindness and 
devotion to Haizao. I feel quite amazed that Song’s big plan of accumulating 
wealth by abusing his power, collaborating with real-estate developers and 
controlling an overseas listed company were rarely mentioned, and sometimes 
even not noticed, by the informants. To put it simply, in their reading of the 
stories and characters, moral codes did not prevail. Likewise, no informant felt 
emotionally involved in the relationship between Song Siming and Haizao. 
Instead they complained about Song incapable of handling his work, business, 
family and extra-marital affairs properly. They even imagined what they would 
do rationally if they were Song Siming. The imaginary world of the drama 
functions less as an object for socio- moral critique or identification than as a 
field for audience to experiment their neoliberal reasoning.  
 
Migratory experience: neoliberal space  
Q: Who are the people at the social bottom? 
A: Ordinary people 
Q: No middle class? 
A: There was. But now social mobility got stuck. It is difficult to move 
upward. 
Q: Where are you in the social ladder? 
A: Ordinary people. 
Q: Do you think you could go up in the future? 
A: Yes, I think so. Hopefully. 
Q: Will you go down? 
A: Not quite possible. 
(WW, female, aged 27, graduated from university in 2011. She worked 
as junior nurse at hospital) 
 
While a handful of my informants clearly positioned themselves as 
middle class, most of them identified themselves as lower-middle class, yet 
with strong aspiration of upward mobility, even though they were not quite 
optimistic about social mobility and economic prospect in general. WW’s 
remarks sounds self-contradictory. The co-existence of optimism about their 
future prospect with their pessimistic view of the social reality prevails in my 
informants’ talk of Woju. However It makes sense if one differentiates their talk 
of the reality from personal experience in reality. Despite their awareness of 
injustice, corruption and economic inequalities, the educated youth personally 
kept distance from their gloomy impression about the social reality depicted by 
Woju and other media coverages. The gap between their cognitive horizon and 
their self-perception serves less the evidence of their inability to understand 
their class situation than sheds a light on their conformity to the neoliberal 
order. 
 
All informants did not perceive the problems depicted in Woju as unique 
to the central cities such as Guangzhou and Shanghai. Instead, most 
informants appreciated Guangzhou’s strong and competitive job market. They 
felt reluctant to return to their hometowns, usually portrayed as places plagued 
with all kinds of constraints. In contrast, they embraced their cosmopolitan life 
as the highway to freedom. They positioned themselves in an imagined 
national landscape featuring regional and urban-rural disparity. For example, 
YC saw no hope in his hometown even though his membership of Chinese 
Communist Party would probably give him some sort of advantage.    
 
“Q: Why didn’t you return to hometown to take the examination for civil servant 
recruitment? 
A: I missed the time of examination. And the salary of civil servant in 
Qingyuan, Henan province, is relatively low. Here in Guangzhou, there is 
no need of bribery for getting a good job. In my hometown, it’s difficult 
not to bribe someone to get a good job... … It is easier to get a job of 
company here at the time. The examination for recruitment of civil 
servant is difficult. You also have to try your luck. I didn’t dare to take the 
risk. By the way, I was not yet ready to get a stable job.”  
(YC, male, aged 23, graduated from university in 2011. He worked as 
sale in a bank)  
 
“Q: You want to stay in Guangzhou? Or any other cities? 
A: I thought about the Pearl River Delta. (Q: Have you thought of 
returning home?) No. For personal reasons. I don’t have a strong family 
background. We have some implicit rules in my hometown.  In order to 
make a better living, you have to be either an official or a rich guy. 
Second, there are not many opportunities for investment. Finally, you 
would suffer from the unreasonably heavy burden of tax and levies. Or 
even threatened by gangsters.” 
(CL) 
 
The informants above were not so naive that he believes corruption do 
not exist at all in Guangzhou. It is more about their personal experience than 
general knowledge. Their experience of migrating from a less developed area 
to Guangzhou proves to be an important background against which they 
constructed their hometowns as a traditional society plagued with red tape, 
favouritism and corruption, in contrast to the central city featuring competitive 
market and plenty of economic opportunities. The city of Guangzhou is large 
and complex enough for college graduates to avoid getting involved directly in 
much obstructive official routine and government-business collusion. The 
structure of migratory experience enables a neoliberal space in which 
individuals learn to long for new possibilities. 
 
The story of CP is an illustrative example. In the late 1980s, she was 
born in a village close to the city of Wuhan in Hubei province. She had been 
highly regarded by teachers in school and studied in the highest-ranking junior 
and high schools. Before the university entrance examination, she expected to 
get admitted to Wuhan University. But later on her academic result turned out 
to be the highest in school. Then she looked for other higher-ranking 
universities. Finally with her high university entrance score, she entered the 
Sun Yat-sen University in Guangzhou. After graduation, she took up a job in 
Dongguan because her sister worked there and her parents moved to live with 
them. However she found Dongguan, as a second-tier city of Guangdong, not 
economically and culturally developed enough. She moved back to 
Guangzhou and got a job in a bank by passing an examination. When we 
interviewed her, she was preparing examinations again for more professional 
qualification in the field of banking. As a winner of examinations all the times, 
she had a strong confidence in her talent to achieve social mobility. 
 
Interestingly enough she found Woju exaggerating the housing problem 
even though she agreed that Woju is very realist. She did not see the soaring 
housing price as a serious problem for herself because she believe that she 
could afford the down payment of about RMB 600,000 with her and her 
partner’s saving for several years. She did not see any chance for her to 
become a home mortgage slave who desperately saves money at the expense 
of decent life. I doubt if she under-estimated the gravity of the housing problem 
because her monthly wage was only about RMB 6,000 and housing price was 
still constantly on the rise. It is obvious that she felt confident in her pay raise 
and promotion in the coming years although she only got her job a couple of 
months before interview. 
 
Their experience of preparing and taking various kinds of examination, 
especially university entrance examination, plays an important part in shaping 
their migration and subjectivities. Every educated youth competes with one 
another in examination and gets assigned to their respective positions 
according to score and ranking. Competitive examination would not stop after 
graduation from university, particularly in central cities. Once they got recruited 
by professional organizations or large companies, they would prepare for other 
examinations of professional qualification. Meritocracy, myth or reality, largely 
shapes their lived experience of aspiring for class mobility. For educated youth 
in Chinese cities, the wide variety of examinations at different levels and in 
diverse fields, highly concentrated in large cities, have long cultivated their 
self-managing and self-enabling subjectivities who conjured up a 
fantasy-reality in which people act freely to achieve their success and 
happiness as if the frustrating reality is merely a media spectacle.       
  
 
Concluding remarks: Two Dimensions 
“[A] supersaturation of corruption that fails any longer to outrage or even 
interest,” Mike Davis comments on James Ellroy’s noir fiction about Los 
Angeles. Davis notices the indifference enabled by increasingly explicit 
revelation of city’s darkness (Davis 1990: 45).  Sociologists and cultural critics 
have long noticed the indifference enabled by increasingly explicit revelation of 
and exposure to city's darkness.  In the case of Woju and contemporary 
Chinese cities, the supersaturation of corruption manifested itself in migrant 
educated youth’s reception and reading, particularly the two opposite 
dimensions of China’s neoliberal reality. With regard to the first dimension, I 
would like to modify Aihwa Ong and Li Zhang's concept of “socialism from afar” 
which refers to the state regulation of the making process of enterprising self 
from a distance by proposing the idea of “capitalism from afar”. The adoption of 
neoliberal logic in contemporary China lies with externalizing crony capitalism 
into an alienated reality to make room for actualizing a neoliberal subjectivity. 
While the alienated reality “is somehow underscored rather than undercut” 
(Fisher 2009: 11),  my informants prefer to enjoy the cosmopolitan way of life 
featuring competition for success and freedom from the constraints of the 
hometown. Although they fully understood that city dwellers are stressful, they 
alienated themselves from the dark side of Chinese state-capitalism. The 
adoption of neoliberal reasoning has not only made socialist-authoritarian rule 
look afar, as argued by Aihwa Ong and Li Zhang (2009: 8), but also made the 
predatory process of Chinese state capitalism at an ontological and discursive 
distance. It is a reality, “capitalism from afar”, deprived of interest, moral 
concern and sympathy 
 For these educated urban youth, this mediated reality is associated with 
their hometown from which they departed rather than the big cities in which 
they live and work hard. In the central cities of China such as Guangzhou, they 
imagine themselves as cosmopolitan subjects, i.e. always looking on the bright 
side of urban life and practicing self-enabling/ managing techniques. There is 
one more thing quite unique to contemporary China. This neoliberal subject is 
firmly situated in an uneven landscape of national space, featuring two 
real-imagined worlds: the world of hinterland/ hometown in which prestige 
rests on political power and wealth, and the world of central cities in which 
prestige rests on individual effort in the job and commodity markets. 
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